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People at Work Resist Change: An Every Day Fact of Working Life 

The Manager’s Challenge 

Every manager who has had to implement change in the way direct reports do 
things know that people resist change. Responding effectively to such resistance 
is just one of the people management challenges effective managers overcome. 
But doing so means that managers need to understand why people resist 
change.  
 
Ineffective Responses to Resistance  

Managers response to such resistance by the people they oversee in different 
ways. Naturally competitive individuals are often energized by it. They focus on it. 
They address it using the position power that manager’s have over their direct 
reports. Generally, such a response fails, serving only to deepen the resistance. 
Often, the manager’s response drives the resistance underground. People 
continue continues to resist the change, but now does so quietly rather than 
openly.  
 
Manager who take pride in their ‘position’ in the organizational hierarchy often 
respond to such resistance with a display of position power. They use the 
performance management process to ‘punish’ the person in indirect ways. Or 
they use their ability to assign work in a way that ‘punishes’ the resistor with work 
assignments that the person considers with less desirable, even demeaning.  
 
Each of these responses on the part of a manager simply breeds resentment. 
Real change does not happen, often the resistor may apparently change as a 
means of self-defence. 
 
If enough of a manager’s direct reports behave in these ways, the change fails. 
The manager’s own superiors see this as a lack of managerial capability on the 
part of the manager.  
 
Resistance is Smart from the Resister’s Point of View  

From the point of view of the person resisting the change, that resistance is a 
“smart’ response to the change initiated by the manager. Resisters experience 
their behavior as reasonable, given their view of the situation. They may resist 
openly. They may do covertly, or move to a covert stance if the manager’s 
response to their resistance does negate their ‘smart’ reason for resisting. 
 
A more effective response on the part of the manager requires that the manager 
understand the reason that the resistance is ‘smart’ for the person who is 
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resisting. Once the reasons of a person’s resistance to change are understood, 
a manager can implement a more effective response to it, and facilitate the 
change.  
 
Fundamentally, there are four reasons why people resist change in 
organizations. The following ‘short primer’ lays out how you as a manager can 
deal with each of the ‘smart’ reasons why people resist change in organizations.  
 
What are the 4 Reasons People Resist Change in Organizations? 

“I Don’t Understand” 

The first reason that people resist is because they do not understand the 
change or the reasons for it.  
 
They simply don’t get what you as a manager are thinking or talking about. They 
don’t have the wider background which allows them to see the need for the 
change. They have not been involved in the communication about the need for 
change that you as a manager have been involved in by your own superiors. 
They don’t understand the longer-term objectives which are motivating you as 
the manager to initiate the change They can’s see how the steps you are 
planning to use to get from their current state of things to your desired future 
state could possibly work or benefit them. 
 
Communication is the Best Response to a Lack of Understanding 

As a manager, your best response to this type of resistance is “communication”. 
You have to move the resistors from ‘not understanding’ to ‘understanding’. You 
have to answer their “I don’t know” questions: 

 
If ‘lack of understanding’ resistors don’t get 
the answers to their 5 W type questions, they 
will continue to resist. As long as they don’t 
understand, they experience their resistance 
as ‘smart’ from their point of view. 
 
You may have to do repeat your messaging 
several things to move some of them. 
Communication in the face of resistance to 
change is a process, not a message. 
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The effectiveness of your 
communication is not cannot 
be evaluated by looking at of 
the message you “send”. 
Instead, you need to get 
access to and examine the 
“message as received” by 
the people with whom you 
are communicating. 
 
Make sure you take the 
steps which allow the 
message ‘receivers’ to 
repeat back the message 
they heard. Evaluate their 
‘repeat back’ to see how it 
aligns with the message you 
intended to send.  
 
If there is any discrepancy, 
communicate again. Many 
managers assume that their 
first ‘communication’ is heard 
the first time they send a 
message when dealing with 
resistance to change. They 
see communication as a 
one-time thing instead of a 
cycle. They believe that their 
position in the hierarchy 
transfers the responsibility of 
communication effectiveness 
to the ‘hearer’ rather than the 
sender. When they do so, 
they are setting both the 
message receiver and 
themselves up for failure.  

 
When communicating in the face of resistance to change, you may have to 
change and to update the content of your messaging based on what you hear in 
the ‘repeat back’.  
 

Message Sent 

Message Heard 
or ‘As Received

Repeat Back of Message 
Received 

Repeat Back 
= 

Message 
Sent

?

No 
Adjust Message

Send 
Adjusted 
Message

Yes

Communication Success

Communication Cycle:
Resistance to Change

What 
happens 

next?

Resistance still 
present Another source 

beyond 
Communication

Lack of Understanding 
Overcome

Resistance 
Disappears
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Whether or you have overcome the resistance is best evaluated by looking at 
“what happens next?” If the resistance you are experiencing disappears once 
the ‘message sent = message’ received, you will know that lack of 
understanding was the source of the resistance. Once they understood, the 
resistance was no longer ‘smart’ from their point of view. If the resistance does 
not disappear if your communication is effective, you will  know that you are 
dealing with one of the follow sources of resistance.   
 
“I Don’t Have The Time”: The Performance Trap 

The second reason people 
resist change is that they 
don’t have the time to 
engage with or to 
accomplish the change. 
They cannot both change 
their behavior and deliver 
their current accountabilities 
and work loads. Focusing 
their energy on the change 
activity puts them at risk 
when it comes to meeting 
their required performance 
deliverables. They feel 
caught in a ‘performance 
trap’. People experience 
resistance as smart when 
they think they are in this 
situation. The resistance 
feels ‘right’. 
 
Notice that the person 
makes the judgement calls 
about the level of change 
required to get out of the 
Performance Trap. The 
challenge for the manager is 
to adjust the performance 
requirements in a way that 
‘feels’ reasonable to the 

person, while maintaining the management objective of implementing the change 
and ‘delivery’ current results at a ‘good enough’ level.  

 

Can I implement the 
change and deliver 

what I are required to 
deliver

No 
I will fail at one 

or the other

Resistance to Change:
The Performance Trap

What 
happens 

next?

Resistance still 
present

Another source 
beyond 

Peformance 
Trap

Overcome Performance Trap

Resistance 
Disappears

Resist the 
change

Has my manager 
appropriately 

changed my delivery 
requirements during 
the change period

?

No

Yes
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Responding to the Performance Trap: Accept that Managers Create the Problem 

As the manager, you have to accept that from their point of view, you created this 
trap for them. They experience you as ‘one in control’ of their delivery 
requirements. If you were not insisting that they change as the same time as they 
have to deliver their normal results, they would not be in this trap. To them, “this 
is all your fault”. 
 
 Of course, we all want direct reports who can rise above this. We desire them to 
take the responsibility for clarifying this situation. We want them to explain to us 
how they can do both – implement your change while delivering all of the results 
you want. We want them do this in a way that does not make us feel attacked or 
blamed If as managers we feel attack or blamed, our ability to listen goes down 
dramatically. 
 
Essentially, we want our direct reports to behave as if they are managers. Self 
management might work with things are stable and not changing. But expecting 
people to effectively ‘self manage’ under conditions of change is not a 
reasonable managerial expectation. 
 
As managers, it is our responsibility to rise above the situation, not our direct 
reports. 
  

Once you accept that you 
create this the performance 
trap for your direct reports, you 
are also in control of 
implementing the solution. This 
realization is now (2021) so 
commonplace, that you can 
access well proven ways of 
dealing with this dynamic. One 
of the best is the ADKAR 

model of change management. By clicking on the image above, you can find out 
more about it.  
 
You as the manager has to accept responsibility for creating a possible 
“perceived performance trap” issue for a resistor to change among your direct 
reports. Change always requires people to expend additional energy, at least 
during the change implementation period. They have to learn or acquire new 
ways of doing things.  
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If you can. lighten your direct report’s ‘normal’ performance expectations during 
the change period. Then they have the ability to participate in the change 
implementation activity. Re-prioritize their work so that they are not caught in this 
performance trap dilemma.  
 
If you can, make implementing the change part of a balanced part your 
performance expectations of them during the change implementation period. 
Often, this short period of reduced output is more than made up for by their 
improved performance results after they have successfully implemented the 
change.  
 
Do not expect people to have the energy to change if doing so this means failing 
on some or all of the the tasks for which you holding them accountable. If you 
don’t adjust your performance expectations to recognize this, you are setting 
your direct reports up for failure. If they succeed on meeting their performance 
objectives, they will fail on implementing your change. If they implement your 
change, they might fail on achieving their performance deliverable. Either way, 
they lose. 
 
If you set them up for failure in this way, you also are of course setting yourself 
up for failure.  
 
Once again, ‘what happens’ next is the single best way to evaluate if you have 
successfully addressed this type of resistance to change. Dialogue about 
performance expectations is the key. Once your direct reports understand and 
accepts their ‘engage in this change activity while delivering balanced delivery 
expectations during the change period, their resistance to change may 
disappear. If it does, you have overcome this form of resistance to change. If not, 
then you know you have to deal with another source of the resistance.  
 
“I Don’t Have the Capabilities: The Lack of Skill Trap” 

The third reason that people resist is because they do not have the capabilities 
to do what they have to do in the new world. It makes sense for people to 
resist under these circumstances. Participating in the new process simply means 
publicly demonstrating their incompetence. People don’t do this. They resist the 
change instead.  
 
But this form of resistance to change is be more complex. As a manager, your 
response may have to consider how each of your direct reports fits into the 
overall performance dynamic of  
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People at work by and large do their work in the context of an ever present and 
active social framework. What they do interlocks with what the other around them 
do in well understood and predicable ways. Work, especially work automated 
business applications’, is done through such ‘interlocked patterns of repetitive 
work”. Organizations psychologist have been helping managers understand this, 
and how it affects process change, for decades. As work has become 
automated, the automation itself serves to re-enforce and to mediate these 
interlocked repetitive patterns. Change which does not take into account such 
software mediated cross-individual patterns of work fail. On the other hand, 
introducing a new or improved piece of software is often the best way to upgrade 
the performance results achieved by these cross-individual patterns of work.  
 
Managing “I Don’t Have the Capability” Resistance: From Simple to Complex 

Your response as the 
manager starts to get more 
difficult from a managerial 
point of view when 
responding to this kind of 
resistance to change. The first 
thing that you as the manager 
has to figure out is whether or 
not the resisting individuals 
have the ability to acquire the 
required new capabilities.  

 
If the answer to that is” no”, 
then you have to help these 
individuals make a graceful 
exit from ot migration to 
another part of the 
organization. You are the one 
initiating the change. They are 
caught in between a rock and 
a hard place. Even if they 
want to participate in the 
change, they know it will have 
a negative impact on the way 
that you see and evaluate 
them in future. It is a lose-lose 
situation for them that is not of 
their own making.  
 

Can I make this 
change? Do I have 
the capability to my 

work in the ways 
required by this 

change?

Yes

I am going to 
demonstrate my 
inability to do this

Resistance to Change:
I Don’t Have the Capability

What 
happens 

next?

Resistance still 
present Another source 

beyond 
Capability

Overcome Capability 
Concerns

Resistance 
Disappears

Resist the 
change

Direct Report

No

Does this direct report 
have what it will take 
to be able to perform 
once the change is 

implemented?

No 

Engage in ‘lack 
of performance 

dialogue / action

Manager

Yes
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If the answer to the ‘do they have the capability to learn” question is “yes”, then 
you have to decide if you are going to invest in them and give them the resources 
(time to learn, new tools …. ) they need to acquire the these new abilities.  

 
Once again if you decde not to invest, you have to help the resisters make a 
graceful move within or out of from the organization. You have initiated the 
change. You have decided that you will not invest in them even though you judge 
that they are capable of learning what it takes to function in the new world. You 
bear the responsibility for helping them deal with it.  

 
If you do decide to invest, then you have to invest in realistic ways. Managers 
often decide what is needed without asking the people who need to make the 
change what they need to successfully make the change. If the managers’ 
judgment is wrong, they have simply set first the individuals, and then 
themselves, up for failure. 
 
The actual capability upgrade process may require some very tough face-to-face 
conversations with the people involved. The change period cannot last 
indefinitely. Managers have to set clear targets for the “what you need to learn to 
do”, “by when do you need to learn it” and “how you will demonstrate you have 
learned it” parameters.  
 

These are not black and white dialogues. 
They involve shapes of grey. They will 
different from person to person. Because 
of the anxiety which may be involved, 
care must be taken to complete these 
dialogues in a way that meets the 
‘message intended equals message 
received” standard for effective 
communication.  
 

 
Things can change dramatically once the change implementation activity is 
underway. People may discover that they cannot make the change in the ways 
and by the time expected, even though they were consulted at the early stages 
on what they thought they needed to make the change required. This may result 
in difficult ‘you did not meet the change target’ manager to direct report 
conversations. 
 
Things get even more complicated with the change you are asking your direct 
reports to implement is part of a larger change initiative driven by a business 
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process improvement project, or by a new business automation software 
application implementation project. You, as the ‘local manager’ in place still have 
to deal with potential resistance to change, even if you are not the one initiating 
the change. Your own frustration and response to the pressure ‘to get the change 
done’ that comes to bear on you from our own superiors may cause change your 
expectations of your direct reports during the change period. 
 
Change which requires your direct reports to change their capabilities is difficult. 
It needs careful management and constant communication. Change 
management methodologies like ADKAR evolved to provide managers and 
organizations with frameworks to address these kinds of organizational changes. 
 
“I Don’t Agree with the Change” 

 The Challenge and the Manager’s Response  
 

The last reason 
people resist is 
because they 
don’t share the 
values that are 
driving the change 
or believe that the 
business reasons 

for the change are valid ones. 
 

This essentially means that they think you are wrong as the manager to initiate 
the change. They believe that the “change” is wrong. They believe you are 
wrong. 
 
If you are the initiator of a local change, that resistance is limited to you. If the 
change you are initiating is part of a wider business process improvement or 
organizational effort, you will be resisted as the ‘representative’ of that change. 
The disagreement is not with you personally in this case, but with others in the 
organization.  
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Responding to I Don’t Agree …. Resistance 

As a manager, your first 
step in dealing with 
resistance to change has 
to be to ‘understand’ why 
the person is taking this 
stand; why is it smart for 
this particular direct 
report to do this. Once 
you do, you can see if 
you can ‘coach’ or 
‘inspire’ that individual to 
move from this ‘I don’t 
agree’ stance. If you 
succeed at this, you can 
them move to responding 
in one of the ways that 
have already been 
described above. 
 
 “I don’t agree” resistance 
can be psycho-
dynamically complex. It 
can involve deep issues 
of ‘self identity” and ‘lack 
of persona value fit”. A 
person’s response to this 
kind of resistance can 
often lead to them 
leaving the organization. 
If they do not, they may 
seek to behave in a way 
more effectively copes 
with the psych-dynamic 
pressures the person is 
experiencing. They may 
become ill. They may 
enter a long period of 
under performance. They 
may seek a transfer to 
another part of the 
organization. Much of this 

Is this person 
meeting performance 

and delivery 
expectations? 

Is this person 
capable of acquiring | 

develop what it will 
take to perform at 
required levels? 

Am, I prepared 
as the manager to 

invest what it will take 
to support this 

person’s developing 
these abilities?  

Do I have the 
patience or can I 

afford to wait while 
this person develops

the required 
abilities?

Yes
Continue current 

performance 
management 

contracting and 
coaching

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Develop and implement 
the required performance 

improvement plan and activities: 
Training and coaching

Decide on and 
implement a job 

simplification or a 
job migration or an 
organization exit 

plan

No

No

Take responsibility 
for the impact on 

and the 
consequences for 
the individual since 

this is not ‘really’ 
the person’s fault

No

Making Direct Report 
Performance Problem

Decisions
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is often done without fully bringing awareness of the underlying ‘value- based 
disagreement’ out open in communication with you as a manager.  
 
The manager to direct report relationship is about work related performance, not 
personal therapy. You as a manager do not have the responsibility to be a 
psychologist or counsellor You need to be a work performance improvement 
coach and a performance results evaluating manager. That does not mean you 
need to understand and to have successful insight into these kinds of deep 
reasons for ‘I don’t agree’ based resistance to change.  
  
Once you are clear that the person simply does not agree with the need to 
change, you still have a serious issue to address. Open or passive aggressive 
resistance to your requested change is a performance issue at this point. Your 
organization will have norms around dealing with lack of performance problems. 
You may be able to call on your HR professionals to work with you to craft an 
appropriate set of personal performance improvement steps for the person.  
 
If this performance improvement fails, the only thing you may be able do is exit 
the individual from the organization. The energy you could spend on containing 
the impact of the person’s open or passive resistance is better spent dealing with 
them is better spent on working with your other direct reports to implement the 
change. 
 
Moving Beyond “A Manager’s Short Primer” on Change 

This primer largely covers local manager-initiated change. Business process 
improvement, new software implementation, or business transformation change 
all move beyond the ‘local manager initiated’.  
 
Methodologies like ADKAR have grown over the past decades to help 
organizations implement enterprise wide programs of change. As some point as 
a manager, you need to read about or take a training program which helps you 
develop your personal understanding of these approaches to managing 
organizational change.  
 
However, understanding how to respond to resistance to local manager-initiated 
change is the first step in acquiring these broader change management skills. 
Resistance to change always comes down to an interaction between a manager 
and the person who reports to that manager. This primer is a good first step in 
growing your capability to deal with those exchanges.  
 



A Manager’s Short Primer:  
Resistance to Change in Organizations 

 

 
    Page 14 of 20    

Change: A Continual Dynamic Every New Generation of Manager Must 
Face 

 
John Kettle’s November 1995 Future Letter “ 15 Myths About Change” 

 
 

I have had this document, clipped out of some trade magazine, hanging beside 
whatever desk where I happened to be working for at least 30 years. 
 
It was originally published in 1994 or 1995. The scan above is of my yellowed 
original clipping from the trade journal in which I first encountered it. I have gone 
looking on the Internet for the original source but Google has not helped other 
than to find some references to it. 
 
Google Search Results  
 
 Source: John Kettle’s Future Letter reprinted in TQM in Higher Education, 
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January 1995. 
 

15 Myths About Change 
 

 Myth Reality 
 
1 

 
Change has to hurt 

 
Real change should be fun 
 

 
2 

 
Change is a one time thing 

 
Real change is continuing, 
unfolding 

 
3 

 
Change is radical 

 
Real change happens in small 
steps 

 
4 

 
Change must be imposed 

 
Real change is self motivated  

 
5 

 
Everyone wants to buy in to change 

 
Real change has to be sold 

 
6 

 
Everyone likes change, so it is easy 

 
Real change is hard 

 
7 

 
Change does not cost a lot  

 
Real Change is expensive 

 
8 

 
Change is for the better  

 
Real change can make things 
worst 

 
9 

 
Others have to change, not me  

 
I must change if I want them to 
really change 

 
10 

 
Change is fast: we can’t fail 

 
Real change is slow: some failure 
is inevitable 

 
11 

 
Change won’t be resisted 

 
Real change is resisted  

 
13 

 
People know how to change 

 
People need new skills to really 
change  

 
13 

 
Change goes in a straight line 

 
Real change zigs and zags 

 
14 

 
People like to be the first to change 
 

 
No one like pioneering 

 
15 

 
You gradually wear down resisters  

 
You try harder, resisters get 
tougher  
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Again and again, as I as a manager, struggled with introducing change into the 
groups I was leading, I went back to this yellowed scrape of paper and went 
through this internal dialogue.  
 

“ So I introduced change X.  
 
When I looked at what happened next, it was clear that I failed at 
successfully implementing the change?  
 
How come I failed?  
 
How come what happened next happened?” 
  

A Pivotal Dialogue with A Direct Report 

Over the years, I became increasingly clear that every time I failed at introducing 
change, I did not treat the resistance to change I encountered as smart. I often 
treated the resister’s response as something to be put down and overcome. I 
acted as a competitive, position powered based managerial dictator.  
 
Then day one of my Direct Reports engaged me in a dialogue that completely 
changed my understanding. To paraphrase. the dialogue went something like 
this.  
 

Direct Report:  You don’t think I am very smart, do you?  
 
Me: That is not true. I think you are one of the most 

capable folks working for me.  
 
Direct Report: Well, if you really believed that you would look 

at this change you are asking me to carry out 
from my point of view.  

 
Me: But I do ….  
 
Direct Report: No, you don’t. To you, the change makes 

sense. But to me, it does not make any sense 
at all.  

 
At this point, I was feeling defensive and ready to attack my Direct Report. 
But for some reason, I did not. Instead I asked the follow questions. With 
my Direct Report’s answer, my understanding of resistance to change 
changed complete.  
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Me: So what is it about this needed change – that 
is, how do you see it from your point of view? 

:  
 
Direct Report: Three things …  
 
 First, I don’t understand the need for this 

change. The way we have done this work in 
the past works. We have always met our 
performance targets. Things don’t go off track.  

 
 But then, I realize that in your discussion with 

senior management, you might have gotten 
insight into bigger picture reasons for the 
change.  

 
 Problem is, you have never really shared these 

reasons with us. So, we don’t understand the 
reasons you are asking us to go through the 
bother of learning new ways of doing thigs we 
already know how to do.  

 
 Second, you think that I am dumb enough to 

fail. You want me to change. That will take time 
and energy. But at the same time, I have to 
deliver all of the things you normally expect me 
to deliver. So, I am going to fail on some level. 
I am not stupid. I don’t want to fail. So, it makes 
sense for me to question “why the change?” 
and keep it from happening as long as 
possible. By the way, I will be submitting my 
resignation to you tonight. I have found another 
job that I like. 

 
 Third, it took all of us a lot of time and energy 

to do things in using the new piece of software 
that was introduced 2 years ago. But 
eventually we got it. It completely changed the 
way I interact with the folks in at least 2 other 
departments. They had to change the way they 
did things.  
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 Eventually, we worked it all out. But we really 
did not get a lot of support for doing this. 
Instead, we more or less did it by ourselves 
and swallowed the comments on how our 
performance was off track while we were doing 
this.  

 
 Now you want to us to change that way of 

working together once again. You tell us that 
new software will take on a lot of the decision 
making we currently do.  

 
 What will we do instead? Can we learn to do 

things in these new ways? No one is sure 
about any of this. So, it makes more sense to 
just say this change simply won’t work, 
especially since no one asked us about the 
way to make this change in the first place.  

 
I just listened. I thought carefully what about my Direct Report told me. 
The person clearly was one of the most capable people working for me. 
The depth of the response set me back. 
 
Then, I looked at this dialogue while looking at the yellowed copy of 
Kotter’s piece hanging on my office way. I started to put myself into my 
Direct Report’s shoes. When I did so, resisting the change suddenly made 
sense. His resistance was smart. His decision to find another job also 
suddenly made sense.  
 
This was a pivot moment. I began to learn the things that have been that 
eventual led to this Manager’s Short Primer. My change implementation 
success increased dramatically   

 
Resistance to change is always ‘smart’ from the resister’s point of view. 
 
Managers cannot succeed at implementing change until they understand this and 
use their insight to shape their change management activities.  
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